INTRODUCTION
For centuries, scholars have attempted to articulate the implication of theory, to establish a meaningful framework for evaluation of a theory's merit, and to document progression of a theory through the evolutionary stages of concep-tualization, development, and empirical testing. Recently, some social work scholars have taken the stance of rejecting the need to teach theory, instead, advocating a focus on teaching practice skills without communicating the significance of the profession's theoretical foundation (Simon & Thyer, 1994) .
And, yet, researchers must have a starting point from which to begin their inquiries and a roadmap to enable them to recognize where each theory has been. This is essential to direct our scientific progress as a profession. Sherraden (2000) states, "theory has a great deal to do with asking questions well," (p. 1) and from that stance concludes that "certain structures of inquiry may lead to theories that are more productive than others" (p. 2). It is from this perspective that we have attempted to develop a framework to evaluate the discussion and progression of theories of human behavior in the social environment (HBSE) in primary social work journals published in the calendar year 2004.
In order to begin our discussion of theory quality, an operational definition of theory is necessary. Payne (2005) defines theory succinctly as "an organized statement of ideas about the world" (p. 5). Turner (1996) offers a similar definition: "a model of reality appropriate to a particular discipline" (p. 2), and Sherraden (2000) conceptualizes it as "theory is what explains why an intervention causes an outcome" (p. 3). Since we have limited our discussion to HBSE theory in social work, all of these theories seem valid and complementary.
Previous authors have attempted to establish criteria in order to evaluate the merits of human behavior theories (e.g., Fischer, 1973; Payne, 2005; Robbins, Chatterjee, & Canda, 1999; Turner, 1996; Witkin & Gottschalk, 1988 ), yet these did not seem to adequately encapsulate the full dimensions of theory discussion in the literature. The concept of theory progression was absent in all of these frameworks. By theory progression, we mean whether the practical application of the theory was solidified, more thoroughly understood, or extended into a broader explanation of behavior. In this article, we have attempted to develop a system of assessment for theory progression.
METHODS
The nine members of our research team sorted 67 articles (the pool of articles were drawn from a larger pool sorted by doctoral students and a faculty member (Gentle-Genitty et.al., 2007) based on theory review procedures cited in Daley et.al., 2005) with the sorting emerging from a discussion of theory from primary social work journals published in 2004. The articles were classified into the Council on Social Work Education's (CSWE) Foundation Curriculum Content areas as defined in the Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards (EPAS) (Council on Social Work Education, 2001 ). The articles were initially sorted by individual members of the research team, then reviewed collectively by the entire team, who consensually determined the final categorization of each article. The abstracts, authors' statements regarding the primary focus of the article, and general content guided the classification process. The articles reviewed included research-based studies, policy analysis, and editorials.
After sorting, the articles were distributed to seven individual team members (readers) to assess the quality of the theory discussion in each article. Each reader received approximately 10 articles. To the extent possible, each reader was assigned an entire Curriculum Content area. Areas with more than 10 articles were divided between two readers. The following instructions for summarizing the content of the articles were agreed upon by the team:
Describe each article briefly in terms of the author's discussion of theory including:
• Is it an established theory or emerging?
• In terms of the author's discussion, has the theory been empirically specified and has the historical context been addressed?
• Can a reader easily use the article to improve practice, teaching, or policy development?
If a reader discovered that an article had been incorrectly classified, he/she alerted the team via a listserv and justified the article's reclassification. This occurred in two cases. The readers returned their article summaries to be synthesized by two team members. The articles, theories, and status of theory progression are individually listed in the tables following each section of this paper dedicated to individual Curriculum Content areas. Also, a brief summary and specific information related to the featured articles will be found under the headings of each content area below.
The following categories were established based on summaries of the articles provided by individual team members: progressed, discussed without progression, and new/emerging. An article was classified as "progressed" if it provided the historical context of an existing theory as well as tested the theory empirically or applied the theory in a new context. Those articles that were "empirically tested" included both quantitative and qualitative studies. Articles that discussed or critiqued an existing theory without attempting to test it empirically were classified at "discussed without progression." Finally, articles that discussed new or emerging theories comprised the final category. Table 1 shows the articles by EPAS area. Subsequent tables give more detail by the EPAS categories.
RESULTS

Human Behavior in the Social Environment (HBSE)
Within the scope of social work research and practice, a plethora of theories explore the nature of human behavior and the social environment. These theories originate from a multitude of disciplines, including social work, sociology, psychology, and economics. Thirty-one theories of HBSE were published in 24 different articles in social work journals in the calendar year 2004 (Table 2) . Twentyone theories from 16 articles in this content area were judged as progressing, which is by far the largest group in this study. Four theories were presented as new/emerging and three existing theories were discussed or critiqued with little or no theory progression.
The theories progressed dealt with four categories: 1) family units, 2) couples, 3) adolescent academic performance, and 4) other. Seven articles progressed theories that dealt with the family unit. A theory of adult development and personal authority in the family system was used to explore intergenerational family relationships (Lawson & Brossart) . Family development theory was used to explore the life cycle of a family (Richman & Cook) . Family systems theory was used to demonstrate a link between divorce and adolescent emotional adjustment (Vandervalk Spruijt, DeGoede, Meeus, & Maas) . Feminist theory (Mack-Canty & Wright) and role theory (Landry-Meyer & Newman) were used to discuss parenting. Lifecycle theory was used to explore the effect of consumer debt on the family (Baek & Hong) . Finally, social construction theory was used to examine meaning making, empowerment, and narrative for families who have experienced torture (Montgomery) .
Four articles progressed theories for working with couples at various life stages. Attachment theory was used to explore infidelity (Allen & Baucom) . A theory of the division of household labor examined power relationships between husbands and wives (Zipp, Prohaska, & Bemiller) . Gender construction was used to explore traditional gender roles and couples relationships (Zuo) . Finally, life course theory was used to explore satisfaction of retired couples (Smith & Moen) .
Three articles dealt with adolescents and their academic performance. Life course (Crosnoe & Elder) , psychoanalytic (Jones) , and role theories (Baum) were used to explore adolescent academic performance. The remaining two articles discussed trauma theory with respect to child welfare workers (Regehr, Hemsworth, Leslie, Howe, & Chau) and social capital theory to discuss children's street work in Mexico (Ferguson) . (Table 3) . Seven theories from the articles in this content area were judged as progressing, which is the second largest group in this study. Two theories were presented as new/emerging, and seven existing theories were discussed or critiqued with little or no theory progression.
The theories progressed dealt with four categories: 1) the therapeutic relationship, 2) families, and 3) other. Three articles discussed the therapeutic relationship. Attachment theory was used by two authors to discuss working with clients individually (Bennett; Ringle). Control-mastery theory was used to discuss therapists who work with clients in a psychotherapy setting (Nol) . Two articles progressed theories dealing with the family unit. The family resilience model was used to explain how families adjust to economic pressures (Vandsburger & Biggerstaff) . A theory of procedural justice was used to explore Family Group Conferencing in child welfare work (Neff) . Finally, a theory of social justice was discussed for working on a macro level with activism and policy (Mulroy) , and trauma theory was used to discuss social work education (McKenzie-Mohr).
Policy
Five theories dealing with policy were published in seven different articles in social work journals in the 2004 calendar year (Table 4) . Three theories from the articles in this content area were judged as progressing. No theories were presented as new/emerging, and three existing theories were discussed or critiqued, with little or no theory progression. Responsive regulation appeared in three articles and was judged to be progressed by one (Burford & Adams) and discussed in two articles (Kelly; Pennell).
The three articles that progressed theories dealt with divergent topics. Ecosystem theory was used to study the impact of systems of care model on families and their therapeutic outcomes (Coffey) . Responsive regulation was used to understand the dual roles (social control and empowerment) of most practitioners (Burford & Adams) . Finally, transtheoretical theory is used to examine welfareto-work (McGuire). Family (CFT) in this conceptual article is a progressive theory of the ecosystemic model of therapy for economically oppressed populations. A primary goal is moving clients out of poverty and is achieved through three levels of intervention facilitated by a "citizen therapist." The "citizen therapist" is a new role for the therapist and includes coaching, advocacy, networking ability, community activism, and civic leadership. 
Populations at Risk
Eleven theories dealing with at-risk populations were published in seven different articles in social work journals in the 2004 calendar year (Table 5) . Theories from articles in this content area were judged as progressing. No theories were presented as new/emerging and four existing theories were discussed or critiqued, with little or no theory progression.
As with policy, the three articles that progressed theories dealt with divergent topics. Critical constructionist and ecological theories were used to study parents who have been physically abused by their adolescent child (Cottrell & Monk) . Marxist theory is used to discuss how alienation of labor, human nature, and humanity has an impact on clients and social workers (Ferguson & Lavalette) . Finally, queer theory is used to discuss body image disturbances and psychosocial difficulties experienced by some gay men (Wood) .
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS
Several interesting trends related to theory discussion and progression in social work appeared as we reviewed these articles. Our primary purpose was to evaluate theory progression within the social work literature. Overwhelmingly, this occurred within the 24 articles in the HBSE category. Of the 24 articles reviewed, 16 demonstrated some level of theory progression. In the practice content area, seven articles demonstrated progression, while seven others showed minimal evolution. The populations-at-risk/social and economic justice and policy content areas both had three articles that suggested theory progression, while the research content area had two articles that showed progression, as did the diversity content area. There were no theories discussed that demonstrated progression in the content areas of field or values and ethics. It is reasonable to conclude that social workers are continuing to focus their work on the advancement of theories of human behavior and social work practice, while spending less time on the content areas of policy, populations-at-risk/social and economic justice, diversity, and research methods.
Across the Curriculum Content areas, eight new and emerging theories were presented in the literature. Among these, four were sorted into the HBSE content area, two were in the practice content area, and one each was classified in the policy and diversity content areas. This could suggest that social work scholars continue to develop new ways to understand human behavior but are not developing new theoretical frameworks to address issues of social justice, research methods, values and ethics, or field education.
Of the theories discussed in these articles, Psychoanalytic Theory and Feminist Theory appeared across the widest spectrum. Psychoanalytic Theory was found in articles sorted into the Curriculum Content areas of diversity, practice, HBSE and values, and ethics, while articles related to Feminist Theory were found in the categories of populations-at-risk/social and economic justice, research, values and ethics, and HBSE. Other theories that were examined multiple times include Attachment Theory in practice (three separate articles), and HBSE and research; Ecosystems or Ecosystemic Family Theory in policy, and populations-atrisk/social and economic justice; and Transtheoretical Change Theory in HBSE and policy.
IMPLICATIONS FOR THE PROFESSION
As noted earlier in this paper, we categorized social work articles that discussed theory as either progressing the theory, proposing a new or emerging theory, or simply discussing or critiquing a theory without progression. For the purposes of this article, theory progression was defined as an empirical test (quantitative or qualitative) of the tenets of a theory or as a discussion of a theory that proposes innovative applications or examples. Most of this work continues to occur in studies focused on the CSWE Foundation Curricular Content areas of HBSE and practice. Given the current political climate and pending federal and state budget cuts for programming, social work would be well served to focus immediate and future research efforts on issues of diversity or populations-at-risk/social, and economic justice. It will be necessary to develop new and empowering approaches to working with individuals and families who have been marginalized by restrictive social policies. Furthermore, social workers must continue to research the effects of social problems and to evolve theoretical explanations for human behavior in order to develop positive interventions and to assist people of all ethnic backgrounds and people representing diverse sexual orientations and evolving concepts of gender. Social work researchers must also do a better job of reviewing pertinent theories of research and developing theories of research methodology than they did in 2004.
Also sorely lacking is theory discussion or progression in the EPAS content areas of field education or policy. Field clearly is a bedrock content area in social work education, and yet, there is minimal evidence to suggest that any scholars researched its theoretical components in 2004. Similarly, policy remains an important content area, yet only seven articles were written in 2004 that included a significant volume of theory discussion and only three of those articles demonstrated theory progression. Social workers must do better at researching, refining, and developing a unique theoretical foundation for practice with diverse populations or we will face significant challenges in justifying our existence to political and scientific communities.
